Overwintering Eastern Oysters: Guidance for Small-scale Growers by Morse, Dana
The University of Maine
DigitalCommons@UMaine
Maine Sea Grant Publications Maine Sea Grant
2006
Overwintering Eastern Oysters: Guidance for
Small-scale Growers
Dana Morse
University of Maine - Main, dana.morse@maine.edu
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/seagrant_pub
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by DigitalCommons@UMaine. It has been accepted for inclusion in Maine Sea Grant
Publications by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@UMaine. For more information, please contact
um.library.technical.services@maine.edu.
Repository Citation





Marine Extension in action  provides updates on 
Marine Extension Team activities for coastal communities.  
It was produced by Maine Sea Grant with programming support 
provided by University of Maine Cooperative Extension.
Overwintering of Eastern Oysters:
Guidance for Small-Scale Growers
Oyster farmers who want to ensure their product reaches the plate or the market in 
good health and good time are concerned about successfully raising oysters through 
the winter. Ideally, a maximum number of oysters survive with a minimum of labor 
and equipment. Yet many things can go wrong during the overwintering period, and 
having some options worked out in advance can contribute to a successful season. 
As with any farming venture, it is generally a good idea to test methods on a small 
scale at first, before you (literally) put all of your oysters in one basket. Trial and 
error at the beginning of your operation can have large benefits later on.
Here are some questions to ask yourself as you begin to consider your 
options for overwintering oysters:







structure, is it in an actively fished location? 
Will	you	be	in	or	near	a	navigational	channel?	
A “YES” answer to any of these 
questions might be cause to re-evaluate 
your overwintering site, and perhaps 
look for alternatives.      
Is your overwintering 

















allow	 some	 types	 of	 equipment	 to	 become	buried,	
potentially	suffocating	your	oysters.	On	a	very	“bony”	





fine-grained, soft sediments on the bottom, whereas 
areas	of	 high	 currents,	 tidal	 action,	 or	 storm	 surge	
will often have harder bottom, since the finer grained 
sediments	are	carried	away.		
Are your oysters 





the winter, it is best to avoid high-fouling locations. 
Fouled cages are heavy, and can be difficult to bring 
to	the	surface	in	the	spring.
Do you have access to 
your oysters in the 
winter?
	 Will	you	be	able	to	reach	your	overwintering	
location	when	 you	 need	 to	 put	 the	 oysters	 to	 bed	





















Don't bother the 
oysters while they are 
sleeping!
	 Since	 oysters	 reduce	 their	 feeding	 and	









If you have decided that your current 
location is too risky for overwintering, 
you will need to find another spot. 
Typically, oyster farmers opt for either 
deep water where the oysters will be 
below any threat of ice (“wet”), 
or cold storage (“dry”). 
No strategy or equipment is perfect, and 
not all will be universally acceptable. 
Your individual situation will dictate what 
method you finally decide to use. 











are	 recommended.	 If	 you	 are	 able	 to	 avoid	 using	
surface	buoys,	then	cages	can	be	sunk	on	a	groundline,	
and	you	can	grapple	the	line	up	in	the	spring.	SCUBA	
diving or galvanic time-release (GTR) mechanisms 
are also options for retrieving un-buoyed cages. 
Place your oysters in 
"dry" storage.
	 Eastern	 oysters	 can	 survive	many	months	
in	 cold,	 humid	 air	 storage	 (Hidu	 et	 al.,	 1988).	
Commercial	and	recreational	growers	have	used	this	




not fluctuate too much, and there is drainage available. 
Put	a	little	burlap	or	other	material	over	the	oysters	
to	 keep	 them	moist,	 but	 not	 completely	wet,	 and	
eliminate	any	chances	for	standing	water.	If	possible,	
watch	the	oysters	for	mold;	if	mold	starts	to	develop,	








stay	 in	 the	appropriate	 temperature	 range	(you	can	
line	 the	 sides	of	 the	pit	with	 rigid	 foam	 insulation	
to	moderate	 temperatures).	Layering	 the	oysters	as	
described	 above	 and	 using	 damp	 burlap	 can	 also	
help.





often	 provide	 good	work	 surfaces.	 	An	 easy	 and	




stretch the material on a four-inch or six-inch PVC 
pipe,	then	dump	the	oysters	down	into	the	tube.	As	
the tube fills, remove the PVC pipe, and you’ll have 
a socked-up group of oysters in a size you can handle 
efficiently.  These can be hung from a dock or pier, 
though	care	must	be	taken	to	be	sure	that	the	oysters	
are	low	enough	to	prevent	any	ice	damage.
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OVERWINTERING OF EASTERN OYSTERS
Switch to another site.
	 Moving	 your	 equipment	 is	 an	 option,	 but	
you	will	need	to	plan	well	in	advance.	If	the	site	you	
use	during	the	growing	season	is	not	well	suited	for	











officer, or the appropriate state regulatory agency 
(e.g.,	Maine	Department	of	Marine	Resources).
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